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This morning our Torah portion is entitled "Pinchas" or in English we say the word 
Phineas. The overall theme is that we should have a zealous faith. We should be on 
fire, but how far does that zeal go before it becomes fanaticism? 


You will remember last week we studied the wicked Moabite king Balak who tried to 
hire Balaam the soothsayer to curse Israel. But YHVH would not permit Balaam to curse 
them, so Balaam hatched another plan—get the Moabite and Midianite women to 
introduce the men of Israel to the worship of Baal Peor, and YHVH Himself would, in 
disgust, curse His own people. The foreign women were successful in enticing the men, 
and the people fell into sexual sin, perversion, and child-sacrifice, all elements of the cult 
of Baal Peor. It got so bad that the men brought the women right into the Israeli camp to 
commit their deeds—and God sent a plague on the people. Moses and those whose 
hearts were grieved from this blatant evil, gathered at the door of the tent of meeting to 
weep—and even while they were there weeping, one errant man had the audacity to bring 
a foreign woman and commit sin with her right in front of them. Let us read: 


5 So Moses said to the judges of Israel, “Each of you slay his men who have joined 
themselves to Baal of Peor.” 

6 Then behold, one of the sons of Israel came and brought to his relatives a 
Midianite woman, in the sight of Moses and in the sight of all the congregation of 
the sons of Israel, while they were weeping at the doorway of the tent of meeting. 

7 When Phinehas the son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron the priest, saw it, he arose 
from the midst of the congregation and took a spear in his hand, 

8 and he went after the man of Israel into the tent and pierced both of them through, 
the man of Israel and the woman, through the body. So the plague on the sons of 
Israel was checked. 

9 Those who died by the plague were 24,000. 


Please be seated. 


In the verses that follow we see that God rewards Phineas for his deed and says, 
"he was jealous with My jealousy among them, so that I did not destroy the sons of Israel 


Zeal (noun) in My jealousy." God goes on to 


make an covenant of perpetual 
‘1. The fervor or tireless devotion Priesthood with Phineas’ 


‘ descendants. The text gives us the 
for a person, cause, or ideal and 
‘determination in its furtherance; 
diligent enthusiasm; powerful 
interest. 


name of the guy who did the wrong. His name was Zimri. 


What I want to do today is to talk about what it means to "have zeal" for our faith. 
What exactly does it mean to be zealous? What should be our response to evil? This 
is a tricky subject. It affects all of us as we each come into contact with all sorts of 
horrific sins and the question we all ask ourselves is, "What should be my reaction or 
response to what I am seeing?" Should I say something? Should I do something? This 
text shows Phineas taking decisive action to the point of killing people. Why did he do 
this? Is this really what God wanted him to do? This begs the question of just what 
should be our response to evil? The apostle Paul in his letter to the Romans says, "Never 
be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord." Romans 12:11 But, 
what exactly does that look like? 


The Bible tells us repeatedly to be zealous in our Christian faith, and we like how 
that sounds, but are we supposed to be "zealots"? Is a zealot a "fanatic"? We 
somehow know that a "zealot" has some how lost the plot. They are over the line, 
but where is the line? I'd like to give you two pictures of what I think makes the 
difference. 


Being "zealous" is having a fire within us in 
our desire to love and serve God. We're 
excited and serious about being Christ- 
Followers. I imagine that fire to be something 
like the fire that burns in the fire ring at 
McMullen Farm. We have some large fires in 
that ring, and sometimes 20 or 30 of us have 
gathered around its warmth in mid-winter. It 
is a fire that reveals our faces in the glow of 
well-fueled embers. It is a fire that is lasting. 
Its coals are deep. It is a fire that attracts 
others and it gives comfort and great delight. That is a wonderful picture of a spirit- 
controlled life. It is a life that is inviting. This is a great picture of a zealous 
Christian. It is constructive and is conducive to building relationships and 
friendships. It is a fire that draws all near to him or her. It reminds me of Jesus' 
words, "I will draw all men unto me." 


Now picture the chaos of a fire starting 
during a fire ban. Someone thinks they are 
above the rules and they decide to cook a 
few hamburgers and hotdogs on Father's 
day. They thought they could keep it under 
a control even though they were breaking the 
law to even have the bar-b-cue. We all lived through that fire. It was the Grimes 
County Dyer Mill Road Fire of 2011. The fire spread from the man's BBQ grill and it 
threatened our homes and our fields for a couple of weeks. People fled from it. 
Homes were destroyed and almost 50,000 acres of prime timber was all burned to 
the ground. That is a good picture of a zealot or a fanatic. He or she goes where they 


want to go, destroying anything in their path, driving people away. That isa picture 
of fanaticism. 


The Christian zealot or fanatic is never 
interested in listening to others. He is 
only interested in making a point. His 
point may be truth, but in forcing it on 
others at the wrong place at the wrong 
time is what Jesus called, "casting your 
pearls before swine." In country lingo we 
would say, "It's like teaching a pig to 
dance. It wastes your time and annoys the 
pig." The zealot or fanatic's interest is to 
show others how wrong they are and more importantly how right he is. The zealot 
does this with zero guidance or timing of the Holy Spirit. 


I must remind you that how we respond to sin 
should vary greatly depending on who is doing the 
sin and where is the sin is being committed. Phineas 
took action among the spiritual body he was ordained 
to lead. The reader should note that he was not in the 
Midianite camp telling the heathens how to live. He 
| was in the holy assembly of Israel next to the Holy 
Tent (the tabernacle) within the eyesight of Moses. 
—— When we see sin in our local church it is a different 
matter than when we see sin in the world. I think we must remember that the United 
States is not a spiritual entity. It is a political entity made by men. It is the Midianite 
camp. For a long time we've enjoyed the cultural support for our faith in America. That 
is no longer the case. In spite of what the country does around us we can still live 
righteously before the Lord and we can prosper in a pagan culture. That was the entire 
point of our spending 7 months in the Book of Daniel. 


We should also always be careful to examine the motives behind our 
response to sin. We have this odd habit of seeing the faults in others 
way before we see the fault in our own lives. Jesus said, "You 
hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will 
see clearly to remove the speck from your brother's eye." Matthew 
7:5 Jesus warns us to get our eyes off of the shortcomings of others 
and to get our eyes on ourselves. It is possible that people 
sometimes focus on the sins of others because it somehow makes 
them feel more righteous or holy. 


I once knew a man who had sexual sin in his past that he did not deal with. And because 
he did not humbly confess it to Jesus and find repentance for it, he tried to cover up his 
past with being "zealous for God". He accused his precious godly wife of not believing 
that Jesus would return soon because she wanted to keep more than one day of groceries 
in the house. When she had a difficult childbirth, he told her God was going to kill her 


because she was preventing him from being an itinerate preacher. The fanaticism he 
showed was a mask of never having dealt with his own sin. 


_ We should also question by what authority we hold 

| others accountable. Phineas loved his people and he 
knew that the actions of the people would bring the 
wrath of God on all of the nation. God had put him in 
a distinct position of authority in a distinct place at a 
distinct time in Jewish history. He saw the plague 
inflicted on the people and that 24000 had already 
died because of the sin of following Baal of Peor. 

His actions were motivated out of love for his people 
and his hatred for the idolatry and wickedness that Balaam had introduced into the camp. 


> Pr d The question of how we present truth is critical as 
DIE p well. Jesus did not say, "by this all men will 
By this all men will SOE : 
know that you are my disciples, if you have zeal 
know that you are my , and are my zealots." Rather He said, "By this all 
disciples, if you love one Æ men will know that you are my disciples if you 
another.” j V i| have love one for another." How are you doing in 
John13:35 TARE loving and serving the people of God? Jesus also 
=| told us, "Love your neighbor as yourself." So, I 
=== believe Jesus tells us over and over if you're going 
to "talk the talk" you'd better "walk the walk". 
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Jesus said, "If I be lifted up I will draw all men unto me." (John 12:32) Are your actions 
and words lifting Jesus up? Or, are you more interested in showing others how wrong 
they are. Be careful that whatever you say and whatever you do brings glory to Jesus. 
Sometimes we believe that people need to be told that their sin is wrong so they'll know 
that God is against it. Or we think that if we don't say something about how we disagree 
with it then we are agreeing with it tacitly. Nether is the case. The Bible says that the 
heathen ALREADY know that what they do is sin. The Apostle Paul explains this 
wonderfully in the first chapter of his letter to the Roman church. 


We've talked a lot here about what zeal is not. Now, I'd like to explain what I think 
characterizes a life of Christian zeal. Zeal embodies the idea of Belief called into 
Action. This is a very Hebrew/Jewish idea. For some reason, many Christians today 
have focused so much on "belief" that they have somehow separated it from action. 
They get side-tracked with action being confused with "works for justification", in 
other words works being done for their salvation. That is not what I'm talking 
about. 


“ < bÈ For the Jewish mind, action must be present with belief. There is 
= an interesting word in Hebrew that is avodah - 77j29 

T It can mean "work", "worship", and "service". Think about that for a 
minute. It means that worship, work, and service are all tied up together. And 
what is the purpose of this worship? Jesus said, "Let your light shine before men 
that they may see your good works and glorify your father who is in heaven." 


Works is not a dirty word. It is what God calls us to do. You were saved to do good 
works (Ephesians 2:10) You can have ALL of your doctrine right and you can have 
ALL of your theology right, and if you have no good works, according to the Bible 
your faith is dead. The Bible uses the word avodah to tell us that our lived-out faith 
should be a seamless life. Worship is no more confined to Sunday than work is to 
Monday. They are one and the same.! 


In some verses the word avodah means work, as in to work in the field and to do 
common labor. Moses, renewing the covenant with God, says, “Six days you shall work 
(avodah).” — Exodus 34:21 


In other verses, avodah means worship. The work is the worship and the worship is the 
work. “This is what the LORD says: Let my people go, so that they may worship (avodah) 
me.” — Exodus 8:1 


The third and final meaning is clearly understood in Joshua's declaration of faith to the 
people when they are trying to figure out which side to pick. He says, “But as for me and 
my household, we will serve (avodah) the Lord.” — Joshua 24:15 


Don't you see guys? Avodah is a picture of a zealous life. It is a picture of an integrated 
faith. It is a life that has integrity. It is whole. Itis one. Itis holy. This life of work and 
worship can only have one foundation to have any spiritual benefit. The foundation of a 
life well-lived is Jesus. Paul the Apostle tells the little church in Corinth, "For no one 
can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ. — 1 Cor 3:11 


So, today I want all to clearly understand that living a life as a zealous Christian is not 
what brings us to salvation, but it is what we do if we want our lives to be a "holy 
sacrifice acceptable to the Lord." Paul says it beautifully to the little church in Rome, 
"Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living 
and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship." 
(Romans 12:1) 


That is how we live a life of Christian zeal. Christian zeal is when we lift Jesus up. 
Being a zealot is when we get in the way. So....should we model our lives after Phineas 
the High Priest? I think that isn't the point of the sermon today. Remember it is far too 
easy to see ourselves as Phineas, when in reality we are all only one small step of 
disobedience away from being Zimri. 

Let us pray 


"Sandy has put together our one-year anniversary slide-show and I want you to know that 
it contains many examples of our Church body doing avodah. Join with me in watching 
it now". 


1 https://tifwe.org/avodah-a-life-of-work-worship-and-service/ 


Union Grove is one of the oldest Baptist communities of faith in the State of Texas dating 
back to 1844. Pastor McMullen may be reached by email at uniongrove362 @ gmail.com 
or by snail mail at: 15301 FM 362, Navasota, Texas 77868 Tel: 936-825-1227 


